The Stata Journal publishes reviewed papers together with shorter notes or comments, regular columns, book reviews, and other material of interest to Stata users. Examples of the types of papers include 1) expository papers that link the use of Stata commands or programs to associated principles, such as those that will serve as tutorials for users first encountering a new field of statistics or a major new technique; 2) papers that go "beyond the Stata manual" in explaining key features or uses of Stata that are of interest to intermediate or advanced users of Stata; 3) papers that discuss new commands or Stata programs of interest either to a wide spectrum of users (e.g., in data management or graphics) or to some large segment of Stata users (e.g., in survey statistics, survival analysis, panel analysis, or limited dependent variable modeling); 4) papers analyzing the statistical properties of new or existing estimators and tests in Stata; 5) papers that could be of interest or usefulness to researchers, especially in fields that are of practical importance but are not often included in texts or other journals, such as the use of Stata in managing datasets, especially large datasets, with advice from hard-won experience; and 6) papers of interest to those who teach, including Stata with topics such as extended examples of techniques and interpretation of results, simulations of statistical concepts, and overviews of subject areas. You can see that mynum has been created as a float variable with display format %9.0g and that mystr has been created as a str2 variable with display format %9s. If you do not like either of those formats, you can change them using the format command (see [D] format).
The problem addressed in this tip is that users are often puzzled over exactly what is meant by changing formats. Part of the problem behind such puzzlement may be linguistic. Sometimes, the term "format" is used vaguely or loosely, such as when "formatting" implies something like initial preparation or transformation of the data. At other times, the term may be used precisely but not in the sense of Stata's format command. Thus you may read of long or wide format in the sense of dataset shape or c 2012 StataCorp LP dm0067 structure. Part of the solution to such puzzlement is thus also linguistic, to remember that "format" here means "display format".
Applying format
Consider auto.dta, in particular the gear ratio variable.
. sysuse auto, clear (1978 Automobile Data) . codebook gear_ratio we can see that the default display of summarize shows many decimal places. The mean is reported to 6 decimal places and the standard deviation to 7, which is many more than are present in the original data. It can be asserted confidently that summarize shows far more minute detail than anyone can use or interpret. However, typing shows that gear ratio has a display format of %6.2f. If we wish summarize to honor that display format, we must specify the format option:
. summarize gear_ratio, format Now the results may be a little too Spartan for some tastes. One common suggestion is that a standard deviation can be reported a little more precisely than the original data. To get a more precise display, we can change the format of gear ratio:
. format gear_ratio %6.3f
We see the result when we reissue the summarize command:
. Moreover, it should be clear that format cannot introduce a third decimal place to the gear ratio data that was never typed in originally, that is, at the time auto.dta was compiled. All format does is change how data and results are displayed. Even if the format is changed to one coarser than was entered, a detailed check will confirm that the data themselves are unchanged. One way to see this, left as an exercise for you, is to vary the format of some key variable and then check that the results from some interesting command remain completely identical. Use return list or ereturn list to get a high-resolution display.
Date formats
Dates are common in many problems but often do not arrive in exactly the right form for analysis. Hence users often want to convert dates as received to some other kind of date.
A common misconception is that changing the date format is the way to change one kind of date to another kind. That is wrong. Suppose we wish to change daily dates to monthly dates. As an experiment, set up a daily date variable:
. clear . set obs 1 obs was 0, now 1 . generate mydate = d(8oct2012) . format mydate %td . list mydate 1. 08oct2012
